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Abstract 
Conservation efforts have often been designed without the benefit of the long-term, local knowledge 
held by pastoral people about rangelands and wildlife. Here, we present a case study of a rapidly 
changing pastoral landscape in Maasailand of Kenya, just south of Nairobi National Park. We will focus 
on pastoral innovations that both support pastoral livestock production and conserve wildlife at the same 
time, through biodiversity payment schemes (through land leasing), education, policy and appropriate 
technology. 
The community described here established a land leasing program in 2000, to pay pastoral land owners 
to keep fences down and remove poaching snares to support migrating wildlife.  This program has been 
a major success, but struggled to maintain payments to many community members over many years.  
Recently, the community established a wildlife education center, which provides a sustainable source of 
income to support the leasing program. Center staff have training programs for student research, local 
education on conservation and women’s beadwork.  
Another big threat to livestock is predator attack. This community has widely adopted an innovation of 
solar powered “lion lights”, invented by one of pastoral youths from the community. These lights 
consist of small LEDs that surround livestock enclosures, which turn on automatically at night, thus 
deterring predators and reducing attacks significantly. The new Wildlife Act (2013), which our 
community advised on, also provides much higher compensation for injury and death of livestock. 
At a broader scale, our community has been at the forefront of promoting Kenya’s first land-use master 
plan for a rangeland.  We support this effort because we have seen waves of urban people buying 
pastoral land and developing properties. Our new land-use plan and government incentives give us hope 
that our pastoral land will remain open for livestock and wildlife in the future. Recently we strengthen 
these initiatives by establishing the Narentunoi Conservancy, which is recognized as a legal entity by 
the Kenyan government. 
Introduction 
Around the world, pastoralists and their supporters are creating new ways to manage land through 
community-based initiatives on their common and private land (Reid, Fernández-Giménez, and Galvin 
2014). These initiatives share similar challenges that they must address to be successful.  These include 
how to balance the sometimes competing needs of pastoral livelihoods and wildlife conservation, how 
to develop shared governance structures that are community-based but also recognized by formal 
government, and how to keep land in pastoral hands. 
This paper focuses on the case of the private pastoral lands of Kitengela (or Athi-Kaputiei), Kenya, just 
south of and outside Nairobi National Park. Here, for the last 20 years, the Kaputiei Maasai community 
and their NGO and government supporters have worked together to keep pastoral land open for wildlife 
and reduce predator conflicts, through a series of conservation innovations over time (Matiko 2014). 
They do this by reducing incentives for land sales and land fragmentation through a land leasing 
program, by inventing and implementing new technology to repel predators, and by legalizing 
governance in a conservancy to support these efforts. The goal of this paper is to describe these efforts, 
their short and long-term impacts and look to future opportunities.  
Methods and Study Site 
This paper is a case study of this effort based on the lived experience of the senior author and some case 
literature. The second author also worked with the communities in the study area while the land leasing 
program was being established, doing research related to the program. 
The Athi-Kaputiei ecosystem is a truncated part of much larger pastoral land that used to stretch from 
Mt Kenya to Mt Kilimanjaro, which supported the second largest wildebeest migration in Kenya (Reid 
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et al. 2008). Today, the ecosystem includes Nairobi National Park to the north, the Kaputiei Maasai 
private lands south of the park. These lands abut the Keekonyokie Maasai lands to the west and large 
Machakos ranches to the southeast. This system is under immense pressure to provide land for Nairobi 
city residents, who then build houses, fences and businesses, entirely changing this open savanna into an 
urban corridor. Maasai still herd their cattle, sheep and goats here, but become confined to smaller and 
smaller blocks of land as the savanna develops. This land used to be common land but privatized in the 
1980s. The ecosystem is also home to a dying migration of wildebeest that used to circulate between the 
park and pastoral lands in great numbers, but is much diminished today (Ogutu et al. 2013; Said et al. 
2016). But significant wildlife still exist in Nairobi National Park and nearby pastoral lands.  
    
 
Results and Discussion 
In 2000, the non-profit, Friends of Nairobi National Park (FoNNaP), worked with the Maasai 
community to design and establish a land leasing program for pastoral landowners in this ecosystem 
(Matiko 2014). The goal of the program is to give pastoralists the incentive to keep their land open for 
both livestock and wildlife, by keeping possession of their land and not selling it.  Participating 
landowners also agree to remove fences and poaching snares and avoid mining or planting crops. This 
program paid each partipating landowner $4 (now $5)/acre/year, which was sufficiently attractive to 
encourage significant participation by landowners. The program is now under the umbrella of The 
Wildlife Foundation. This was one of the first biodiversity payment schemes in East Africa. 
The Maasai and their partners decided to design the leasing program so that it supports education of 
their children (Parmisa personal observation). For example, the senior author was supported for some of 
his education by the leasing program. They thus make progam payouts three times a year just when 
community members need it most for education: right when they owe school fees for their children. 
Since education is under a woman’s remit in a Maasai household, the women decide how this education 
benefit gets paid. Many women see how vulnerable their girls are to dropping out of school and decide 
to use the funds to pay the school fees for their female children. Also, the lease program 
disproportionately benefits poorer households, providing up to half of a family’s disposable income 
during hard times like droughts (Kristjanson et al. 2002).   
From 2000 to about 2012, the lease program thrived with the support of significant grant funding from 
different donors, but this was not sustainable long term. So the Maasai community and partners 
searched for a more sustainable source, and settled on restoring an existing Wildlife Center on their land 
for secondary students from UK to support their program. Ths program provides the 1.5 million Ksh 
needed to run the leasing program each year. This innovation allowed the community to wean off the 
treadmill of grant funding, and also to run a school on their lands, which they also used for their own 
students. 
Then the coronavirus pandemic struck in 2020 and the international students could not travel.  
Undaunted, the Maasai community and their partners launched into schooling for the local market, got 
some small local grants and managed to keep the land leasing program running.  However, if the 
pandemic continues, they will have further challenges to sustain this keystone program using their 
current business model. 
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A new opportunity to innovate further occurred with Kenya’s new 2010 constitution. This constitution 
decentralized the management of wildlife to the local level for the first time, allowing communities and 
landowners to manage wildlfie in areas outside parks and reserves in Kenya. The Kenyan government 
then enacted the Wildlife Conservation and Management Act (2013), which recognized ‘conservancies, 
community wildlife associations, community scouts and County Wildlife Conservation and 
Compensation Committees’ (KWCA 2016):15. In response, many communities and landowners started 
establishing new community conservancies on their land, creating a conservation revolution at the local 
level in Kenya (Reid et al. 2016).  A community conservancy is ‘land designated by a community or 
private land owner, groups of owners or corporate body for purposes of wildlife conservation and other 
compatible land uses’ (KWCA 2016):19.  
In 2018, after many years of negotiation and planning, the Maasai landowners outside of Nairobi 
National Park established a community wildlife conservancy called Naretunoi Conservancy. This 
designation binds the landowners in a common land unit, further reducing their incentives to sell land, 
and joining them together in decision making about their land use.  
Also, Maasai community members and partners monitor both wildlife and fencing in an innovative way. 
The conservancy now has rangers who patrol the area, assessing predation losses, counting wildlife and 
measuring out fenced land.  Before every lease payment, the conservancy rangers go to each 
participating landowner and use a phone app to measure their land and fenced area. This both monitors 
the extent of fencing but also measures how many acres of open land the leasing program should pay 
for.  The community also counts wilife on their land using a phone mapping function, at the same time 
that similar counts are done in the adjacent Nairobi National Park, and the counts end with completed 
maps of all the counted wildlife species. 
In 2011, an 11-year old Maasai boy, Richard Turere, invented a way to protect Maasai wildlife from 
predation by lions and leopards using ‘lion lights’ (Turere 2013).  Maasai string these lights around their 
livestock corrals and set them blinking at night time. This has served as a powerful deterrent for 
livestock predation in this community. The lights had a flaw, however, if one part of the line was cut, all 
the lights went off. Today, Maasai, with the help of conservation NGOs, install lights individually, each 
with their own solar power source and small battery, which also costs about half the price of the original 
string light. 
     
 
 
Implications and the Future 
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The Kaputiei Maasai community has steadily innovated ways to meet the twin goals of supporting 
pastoral livelihoods and wildlife conservation in one of the most rapidly changing savannas in the 
world. As this system changes further, this community will have enormous pressure to surrender their 
land to the land sales market.  In the face of this, the Maasai and their partners are pushing back, trying 
to reestablish some of the wildebeest migration by reconnecting Nairobi National Park to the Machakos 
ranches, through the government owned land or Portland Cement and the Export Processing zone. To 
reach the ranches, some pieces of land will need to be purchased or condemned for the purpose. In the 
middle of this corridor is the busy Namanga Road, where partners plan to build a wildlife overpass. 
The land leasing program is also increasingly popular, with many additional landowners in the queque 
to join the program.  If the pandemic wanes and international travel resumes, the conservancy and its 
leasing program will be in a good position to expand their program, when it will then be based on both 
local and international support. 
One of the unintended impacts of the leasing program is on girls education.  Today, the senior author 
observes that more girls are going to school than boys in his Maasai community, especially to 
university. Boys are often skipping university to go into local businesses.  When girls are educated and 
boys are not, many Maasai girls choose to marry an educated man from another tribe, thus diluting 
Maasai culture over generations. Since educated men and women hold many of the levers of power in 
Kenya, we wonder how this movement of Maasai women out of Maasailand will affect Maasai society 
in the future. 
In our observations across Maasailand, we find that this part of Maasailand is particularly innovative, 
partly because they have to be. Over a century ago, people observing Maasailand predicted its imminent 
demise, given the rapid cultural change that colonialism brought. But, clearly, innovation and problem 
solving is a cornerstone of Maasai culture, and we hope this habit and the Maasai people thrive far into 
the future. 
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